MEDIEVAL OTTOMAN LIBRARIES *
iSMAIL E. ERUNSAL**

Before the conquest of istanbul, in 1453, the fledgling Otto-
man State had already established itself in several towns and cities
in Anatolia and the Balkans, and vve knovv that as soon as they had
Consolidated their political control the Ottomans had begun to
build mosques and colleges, some of vvhich have survived to the
present day. Hovvever due to lack of any supporting evidence, his-
torians could, so far, only assume that some of these colleges and
mosques had been endovved wvith libraries. It is the purpose of this
article to examine ali the available evidence for the existence of
these early Ottoman libraries.

The political events and chronology of the reign of Osman
Gazi, the founder of the Ottoman dynasty, are far from clear and
established, let alone the cultural history of the period. There is
no evidence for, or indeed mention of, any cultural institution foun-
ded in his reign. As the late professor Wittek pointed out, the early
Ottoman State was essentially a Beylik, a small political territory
ruled by a mindr potentate, established precariously on the Byzan-
tine border, and principally engaged in a holy vvar against the Byzan-
tine Empire.l It is probable that Osman Gazi's reign, vvhich wvas
entirely taken up wvith the promotion of the holy vvar and the expan-
sion of the fledgling state, vvi<nessed no significant cultural develop-
ment. In fact, in a small State, such as that ruled by Osman Gaazi,
the continual state of vvar produced conditions vvhich vvere not na-
turally conducive to the establishment of institutions of education.
Another factor vvhich mitigated against cultural development wvas
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wiriting the English version of this article.
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1 P. YVittek, “Ankara Bozgunundan Istanbulun Zaptina”, translated by
Halil inalcik, Belleten (Ankara 1943), p. 559.
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the lack of any common cultural or religious heritage in the terri-
tories they conquered from the Byzantines.2

The famous Ottoman biography of scholars and suff saints,
the Sakéaik-i Nu'maniyye, which is classified by the reigns of the
sultans, lists only two scholars for the reign of Osman Gazi, which
vvould suggest that a scholarly class had yet to be established. Without
scholars and scholarly institutions, one vvould hardly expect to find
libraries or even collections ofbooks; indeedwe have evidence suggest-
ing that Osman Gazi himself possessed no books. 3

With the death of Osman Gazi, his son, Orhan, was to con-
solidate his father’s conquest and continue to expand the borders
of his state successfully. This created an environment of confidence
in the prospect of the Ottoman Beylik which attracted nol only
gazis who had come in Osman Gazi’'s reign, but also scholars such
as Mevlana Sinan and Kara Alaaddin. Some years later, with the
conquest of iznik (Nicea), the first Ottoman colJege was established
C1331), an(l Davud-1 Kayser invited to be its principal leacher.4

We may assume that in this college books vvere available for
the use of the teachers and students, but vvithout specific informa-
tion, we cannot talk of a library room, or even a book cupboard.
The late ismet Parmaksizoglu, in a paper delivered to a conference
of librarians, claimed that Orhan Gazi founded libraries in various
institutions founded in Bursa, izmit and iznik after their conquest. 5
Unfortunately it has not been possible to support this claim wvith
evidence and the extant foundation deeds and account books for these
institutions make no reference to a library or a librarian, nor is there

2 It may be noted that Islamic cultural activities developed rapidly in the
Ottoman state only after it had annexed other Islamic territories, principally the
Germiyan Beylik, vvhich itself had already developed an Islamic cultural infra-
structure.

3 The Ottoman historian, Nesrf, gives a list of his efTects when he died. This
list includes such humble items as a salt cellar, a cutlery box, a herd of sheep ete.,
but no books (Kitab-i Cihdannima 1, edited by Faik Resit Unat and Mehmed A.
Koéymen, Ankara 1949, p. 147). The image of Osman Gazi offered by the list is
that of a simple man leading a simple life.

4 Halil inalcik, The Ottoman Empire, The Classical Age 1300-1600, London 1973,
p. 166.

5 “Turk Kutuphanelerinde Gelismeler”, Turk Kutuphaneciler Demegi Bulteni,
XXI11/a, (1974), p. 88.
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any mention of libraries or librarian in any of the extant records
for any instilution in Bursa and iznik during the reign of Orhan.6
Scholars have naturally assumed that these Ottoman institutions
vvould have been endowed with books just as they were in many
colleges and mosques in other Islamic lands. However, we ought
to bear in mind that as the Ottomans were conquering areas which
had never been Islamic, they had to bring scholars in from other
areas, and book production vvould have only just begun. In view
of this lack of educational infrastructure it is not surprising that
we have no mention of libraries at this early stage.

The reign of Murad | witnessed several significant develop-
ments. With the conquest of Edirne it was felt that the Ottomans
had established themselves in Europe and their successful exploits
produced the confidence necessary to encourage scholars to immig-
rate into Ottoman territories. As the Ottomans began to annex
some of the small Beyliks in Anatolia and established friendly rela-
tions with others, the Ottoman State began to acquire the status of
the prime Turkish State in Asia mindr and the expanding frontier
of islam in Europe. Its new status further encouraged the immi-
gration of scholars. Ottoman scholars, for their part travelled to
the Islamic cultural centres to increase their knowledge, and we
see, for example, the judge of Bursa, Mevland Mahmud travelling
to Horasan and Transoxania, while Molla Fenari went to Egypt.7
As a result of these scholarly relations with the established Islamic
centres and the influx of scholars it is likely that books will have
begun to come into the Ottoman state in significant quantities.
The Sakaik-i Nifmaniyye, a reliable source, notes that Molla Fenari
left io ooo volumes on his death, 8 and although this figiire should
naturally be treated with caution, it would nevertheless suggest
that books were becoming increasingly available.

6 E. H. Ayverdi reconstructed a floor for the college built by Suleyman
Pasa, Orhan Gazi’s son, in Yenisehir, on the plan of which he indicated a room set
aside as a library (Osmanli Mimarisinin ilk Devri, istanbul 1966, p. 207-208). Howe-
ver, as no reference to a library can be. found either in the account books of this
college (Basbakanlik Arsivi, M. Mud. 626, p. 29-30) or in other sources, we must
assume that the library belonged to a later period.

7 Sakaik-i Nifmaniyye, Beirut 1975, p. 13, 15.
8 lbid., p. 19.
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The Ottoman scholars themselves began, in this period, to write
books and commentaries on the established classics of Islamic scho-
larship. At the same time their students began to copy the books
vvhich had been chosen as the class texts. Despite the increase in
books there is stili no evidence to suggest that libraries vvere establis-
hed in the reign of Murad |I. We must assume that books vvere made
available to the students on an informal basis out of the private
collections of the teachers. The Sakaik-i Nu'mariiyye recounts that
students of this period, vvanting to read Sa’'deddin Teftazani's vvorks,
vvere unable to buy copies. Molla Fenari therefore increased the
college holidays from tvwo to three days a vveek to allovw students
more free time in vvhich to copy texts. 9

During the reign of Bayezid I, the Ottomans not only establish-
ed themselves firmly in the Balkans but also annexed most of the
remaining small independent Turkish states in Anatolia. This gave
Ottomans scholars and the educational institutions access to the
private collections and book markets vvhich could be found in centres
of Islamic culture such as Kitahya, Manisa and Kastamonu. At
the same time the older Ottoman cities of Bursa and Edirne began
to acquire dominant positions as the nevv centres of Islamic scholars-
hip in Anatolia and Europe, and consequently they attracted scho-
lars vwho had previously taught in the older centres of Anatolia.
Also during Bayezid I’s reign, the Ottoman state began to produce its
own scholars in significant quantities so that we note that of the
nineteen scholars in the reign of Bayezid |, vhose origins are given
in the Sakaik-i Nu'méniyye, eleven vvere educated vvithin the Ottoman
territories and eight vvere immigrants.10 To the five colleges vvhich
had been established in Bursa before the reign of Bayezid I, the fol-
lovving colleges vvere added in his reign: Ali Pasa, EbQ ishak, Gulcicek
Hatun, Eyne Bey, Eyne Bey Subasi, Ferhadiyye, Molla Fenéri, Va-
iziyye and Yildirim.11 In the college of Eyne Subasi there vvas an up-
per room set aside for books.12 Unfortunately the deeds for this college
have not survived and consequently we have no information on its

9 Sakaik-i Nifmaniyye, p. 20.

10 Ibid., p. 16-34.

11 Mustafa Bilge, ilk Osmanli Medreseleri, istanbul 1984, pp. 102-115.
12 Ekrem Hakki Ayverdi, op. cit.,, p. 444.
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organization or collection. It is very likely that other colleges also
had libraries, but it is difficult to find any reference to them as their
foundation deeds and ali other relevant documents were probably
destroyed during the period of the invasion and occupation led by
Timur Leng.

Apart from Bursa, other cities were also endovved with col-
leges during Bayezid I's reign.13 In one of these, Eyne Bey Subasli’s
college in Balikesir, a library was established and a librarian ap-
pointed.l4 Another college to be furnished with a library was Baye-
zid I's own foundation in the city of Bolu. Although there is no men-
tion of a librarian being on the staff,15 there is conclusive evidence
that Bayezid established a library in this college.16

With the defeat of Bayezid | by Timur Leng in 1402, the Ot-
toman presence in Anatolia vvas vveakened considerably and a period
of civil war, vvhich lasted for eleven years, began. During this in-
terregnum the efforts of the Ottomans vvere spent in consolidating
the political position, leaving little time for the expansion of the
educational infrastructure. With the emergence of Mehmed | as
the undisputed ruler of the Ottoman state we see the establishment
of some more colleges, but in only one do we have evidence of a
library: in the college built by Sultan Mehmed at Merzifon a book-
binder wvas appointed,17 suggesting the existence of a library.

On the death of Mehmed I, Murad Il inherited a state vvhich
enjoyed political unity, and the Ottomans began to enjoy a period
of cultural resurgence, especially after the relocation of the capital
to Edirne in Europe.18 Murad Il was a patron of scholars and poets,
and it is claimed by Latifi that he spent two days a vveek in their
company.19 As a result, many books vvere vvritten in this period, most
of vvhich vvere dedicated to him. 2

13 Bilge, op. cit,, pp. 161-207.

14 Basbakanlik Arsivi (Prime Ministry Archives), Ruus 64, p. 295.

15 Ayverdi, op. cit, p. 381.

16 Documents to this effect are in the private collection of Turgut Kut.

17 Belediye Library (istanbul), Mc. o. 70, p. 335.

18 Stanford J. Shaw, History of the Ottoman Empire and Modem Turkey, vol. 1,
Cambridge 1976, p. 142.

19 Tezkire-i Latifi, istanbul 1314, p. 60.

2 Uzuncgarsili gives a list of these books in Osmanl Tarihi, vol. 1, Ankara 1972,

PP- 539-542.
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In 1430 Murad Il built a Darllhadis college in Edirne on the
banks of Tunca river. 2l In the deeds for this college, drawn up on
24 March 1435, it is stated that the Sultan endovved books for the
benefit of the students and teachers of the college.2 Although the
deeds make no mention of a librarian, we observe from an account
book for the years January 1489-June 1491 that a certain Sinan was
paid 2 aspers daily to act as a librarian, the money coming from
the surplus funds for that period.2 This would suggest that as no
post of librarian was envisaged in the deeds, the shortcoming was
made up on an ad hoc basis by paying a person out of surplus revenues
of the foundation. According to the deeds, this library was open to
students and teachers of the college.24 As ali of the 71 volumes were
in Arabic, the language of scholarship, it is hardly likely that there
would have been much demand for access to the library by the lay
community.

Murad Il also founded the Saatli Medrese in Edirne, which
was to become the most important Ottoman college of its day, and
maintained its reputation as the leading institution of higher edu-
cation up to the time of the foundation of the Sahn-1 Seman college
in 1470 by Mehmed Il after the conquest of istanbul. 25 Although
the deeds are not extant, we can see from some later documents
that a librarian had been appointed at a daily stipend of two aspers. 6
According to a record, dated 1586, when the administration of the
college was amalgamated with that of the Daru’l-hadith college
mentioned above, the posts of the librarians were reorganized so that
in the amalgamated structure of the colleges, one of the librarian’s
post was made into that of assistant librarian.2

Two further libraries vvere established in Edirne during the
reign of Murad Il. The first, a mosque library, founded by Gazi

21 Mustafa Bilge, ilk Osmanh Medreseleri, istanbul 1984, p. 140.
2 Topkapi! Palace Archive, D. 7081.

23 Belediye Library (istanbul), Mc. 0.91, p. 263 and 270.

24 Topkap! Palace Archive, D. 7081.

25 Sahabettin Tekindagd, “Medrese Dénemi”, Cumhuriyetin 50. Yilinda istanbul
Universitesi, istanbul 1973, pp. 11-12.

3 Omer L. Barkan, “Edime ve Civarindaki Bazi imaret Tesislerinin Yillik
Muhasebe Bilangolari”, Belgeler 1/2 (Ankara 1965), p. 322.

27 Basbakanlik Arsivi, M. Mud. 5455, p. 18.
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Mihal Bey in 1422, is known to us through a reference to the ap-
pointment of a librarian to this mosque.2 The second, also a mosque
library, was founded by Fazlullah Pasa, who appointed a librarian
to it with a stipend of 3 aspers daily.2 Libraries were also established
outside Edirne during the reign of Murad Il. In Skopje a library
was founded in the college of Ishak Bey, the first Ottoman library
to be established in what is present day Yugoslavia. 30 One of Mu-
rad I1's vezirs, Saruca Pasa, founded a college in Gelibolu (1443)
and endowed it with eighteen books. The foundation deeds of the
college makes no provision for a librarian. 3L

The best documented library in this period is that founded by
Umur Bey, son of Kara Timurtas Pasa, who endowed some text books
to his college in Bergama and several Turkish books in his mosque
in Bursa. We have documents and deeds dravvn up in different years
by him for endovvments in Bursa, Bergama and Biga. According
to the earliest deed prepared in April of 1440, Umur Bey donated
some Arabic text books to the college, vvhich he had founded in Ber-
gama, for the use of students and teachers and 33 volumes of Turkish
books to the mosque he had built in Bursa, to be used by the con-
gregation.2 In his endovvent deed, he places books into tvvo categories:
Arabic books vvhich vvere destined for the college vvhere they vvould
be used as texts, and the Turkish books vvhich vvere to be sent to the
mosque vvhere they vvere to be available for the common man wvvho
had little or no knovvledge of Arabic or Persian. In this deed we find
that the books are endovved on the condition that they may not
be taken out of college or mosque.3B Fot the safekeeping of the Turkish
books he provided a salary of one asper per day for the muezzin,
wwho was placed in charge of the collection.3

28 BA. Ruus 64, p. 145.
29 BA. Ruus 13.

0D Hasan Kalesi, “Yugoslavyada ilk Turk Kutuphaneleri”, Turk Kaltara,
1V/38 (Ankara 1965), p. 169; Hasan Kalesi, Nejstrariji Vakufski Dokumenti u
Jugoslaviji na Arapskom Jeziku, Pristina 1972, pp. 89-109.

3l M. Teyyib Gokbilgin, XV-XVI. Asirlarda Edirne ve Pasa Livasi, Istanbul
1952, p. 248-252.

2 Vakiflar Genel Mudurlugu Archive, No. 591, p. 181.

3B Ibid.

34 Ibid.
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In a deed record vvritten in Arabic in 1449 we discover that
Umur Bey made the deposit of a pledge, a condition of borrovving,
and emphasised that his books should remain within the city of
Bursa.® A further document concerning his books can be found
on the last page of a commentary entitled Enfesi?l-Cevahir, one of
the books he had endovved. In this document he lists the names of
“sixty volumes of books” and places the follovwing conditions on
their keeping, borrovving, and control:

“it is furthermore a condition that these books should
be placed in his ancestral imaret mosque and vvhosoever
be shaykh of the imaret should be the supervisor and keep
the books. Students and reciters of Koran and others
should benefit from these books in ease, and the learned
people vvho are not associated vvith this foundation sould
not benefit from the books unless they provide a relia-
ble guarantor. If any such person use the books vvithout
providing a guarantor he should be cursed both in this
vvorld and the next, and his use of any book should be
interdicted. And it is also a condition that as long as he
[Umur Bey] lives he should be able to use his books both
when journeying and wvhile in residence [seferde ve ha-
zerde]. Whosoever be the Sheykh of the imaret should
check the books every six months”. 3%

In this document Umur Bey seems to have changed his original
desposition and removed the books from his ovwn mosque and pla-
ced them in his father’'s mosque and appointed the shaykh of the
foundation (imaret) as guardian of the collection.

In the last of the endovvment deeds prepared by Umur Bey in
1454 ali the endovvments are codified in their final form. Of the
tvwo copies of this endovvment deed, one isinscribed in stone on both
sides of the main doorvvay to his mosque.37 The inscription placed
in 859 H. represents a Turkish translation of part of the deeds, the
original having been prepared in Arabic four months previously.

PH Bursa Eski Eserler Library, Ulu Cami section, No. 435, f. 1a.

3 Jbid

37 The transcription of the stone inscription can be found in several publica-
tions, the best version being in Ekrem Hakki Ayverdi’s book: Osmanh Mimarisinde
Gelebi Mehmed ve Il. Sultan Murad Devri, istanbul 1972, p. 339-340.
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In these two versions of Umur Bey’s codification, we find his
final instruction for the care of the books. In the complete Arabic
version38 Umur Bey states that the books, the titles of which are
to be found on the obverse of the scroll, were for the benefit of ali
vwho could read and thereby profit from them. The administrator
who was to be the guardian of the books was charged with distribu-
ting and collecting them. 3

In the original Arabic version no provision is made for housing
the collection which now numbered some 300 volumes.4 The
Turkish inscription, hovvever, adds the following condition which
telis us where the books were to be kept: “I have detailed and en-
dowed my books. They should not be taken from the mosque.4l

From the examination of these four documents spanning two
decades we see Umur Bey changing the arrangements for the care
of his books several times and we can note a significant increase in
the size of the collection. In fact, the number of the books probably
continued to increase after 1454, the date of the last document, for
we have a book endowed by Umur Bey in 1456.42

The reason for the changes in the conditions placed on the
lending, guardianship, and housing of the collection probably stems
from the fact that at this period of Ottoman history there was little
precedent for founding libraries on which Umur Bey could rely.

The libraries of this period were invariably endowed to colleges
and mosques with the sole exception of the library at the tomb of
Yazicioglu Mehmet Efendi, the famous mystic poet buried in Gelibo-
lu. We know little about this library, save that it was the first Ot-
toman library to be built at a shrine, and that it contained the works
of Yazicioglu Mehmed Efendi (including one autograph). Telhisi-
zade Mustafa Efendi, an Ottoman kadi, on his way to Manisa, visi-
ted the tomb in 1712 and noted the following in his diary:

3B The complete Arabic scroll, now in the Belediye Library in istanbul (No. 38),
measures 5.15 metres in length by 27 cm. wvidth. It bears the signature of the judge
of Bursa, Molla Husrev.

P Belediye Library, Mc. 38.

40 Ibid.

4 Ayverdi, op. cit., p. 339.

@ Murat Yuksel, “Kara Timurtasoglu Umur Bey’in Bursa'da vakfettigi Kitap-
lar ve Vakif Kayitlari”, Tirk Dunyasi Arastirmalari 31 (August 1984), p. 143.

Erdem C. I, 48
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Sunday, beginning of the month of Ramazan 1124. Anc-
hored at Gallipoli. | left the ship and visited the tomb
of Yazicioglu Mehmed Efendi. | offered up a prayer at
his tomb and saw the autograph manuscript of his work
which is very famous ... 43

A document from a later period records that the librarian at
his tomb was unsalaried.#4

Another tvwo libraries founded in this period are mentioned by Os-
man Nuri Peremeci, vvho, vvriting at the beginning of this century,
claimed that Murad Il and Sahabeddin Pasa founded libraries in
Filibe.4 Hovvever, there is no documentary evidence to support this
assertation, vvhich should therefore be treated wvvith caution.

Thus we see that the salient characteristics of the medieval
Ottoman library was that it contained a small collection, and so-
metimes did not have a librarian appointed for its custody. When
librarians vvere appointed, it vvas usually on a part-time basis and
they wvvere, therefore, poorly paid, and the vvork often being carried
OiAt by the existing staff of the institution, usually a mosque or col-
lege, to vvhich the library had been endovved.

With the conquest of istanbul by Murad 11’s son, Mehmed 1I,
the Ottoman state came of age and acquired a city fit for the en-
dovvment of numerous colleges and libraries. Thus wvas completed
the first stage in the history of Ottoman cultural institutions, a stage
vvhich vvitnessed its development from a fledgling Turkish beylik in
Anatolia to an empire straddling tvwo continents wvith its Capital
in the ancient city of istanbul. The middle part of the fourteenth
century had consisted of a slow expansion into Christian territories
vvhere there had been no tradition of Islamic book production and
it is only tovvards the end of century that we can confidently talk
about an Ottoman library as such. The beginning of the fifteenth
century saw little development due to the civil strife follovving the
Ottoman defeat in 1402 at the Battle of Ankara. For the second
qguarter of the fifteenth century the momentum behind the establish-
ment of colleges, mosques, and libraries increased rapily so that the
Ottoman state wvas poised, on the eve of the conquest of istanbul
in 1453, for an explosion in the development ofits cultural institutions.

43 BA (Basbakanlik Arsivi), Kepeci section, No. 7500, p. 32.
4 Basbakanlhk Arsivi, Cevdet-Maarif, No. 5043.
45 Tuna Boyu Tarihi, istanbul 1942, p. 191.



